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Environmental Committee Report

Bottled Water vs. Water Filters 

Part II of two articles

By David Barouh

Dan’s feet are sore, he’s yearning for just one thing more than water,
Cool water.
Like me, I guess, he’d like to rest where there’s no quest for water,
Cool water.
—Old cowboy song

It is said that the introduction of automobiles, which replaced horse-drawn carriages, benefited early urban environments by eliminating the horse manure that fouled streets, caused runoff that fouled water sources and caused dust and air pollution to choke teeming tenement neighborhoods. This irony should not be lost on anyone familiar with the pollution and climate change problems caused by the copious auto emissions being pumped daily into earth’s atmosphere.

A current analogy might be our search for good water to drink, the dilemma faced by our old cowboys and more specifically by people buying bottled water thinking it is purer than tap water. A 1999 Natural Resources Defense Council study (NRDC: “Bottled Water, Pure Drink or Pure Hype”), found significant amounts of microbiological contamination among the brands they tested. It also found that tap water is far more regulated and held to higher standards than bottled water. 

NRDC estimated that 25% of bottled water is actually tap water, some having received further treatment, and some not. The two largest sellers, Coca-Cola’s Dasani, and Pepsi’s Aquafina, are both purified municipal water. And according to an article in E/The Environment Magazine, September/October 2003, Poland Spring Water, a sub-division of Nestlé, Inc., no longer comes from the original Poland Spring, which was closed in 1967, but rather from man-made wells.

Is the alternative to search for bottled water actually drawn from lakes, streams and aquifers? One might consider the appropriateness of giant multinationals draining our most precious but threatened public resource, usually free of charge, and selling it for huge profits. Consider too the pollution generated by the bottling and transporting of their product to market—the fuel burnt trucking heavy cases to market, and then transporting them home in cars. And consider the pollution created by the manufacture of tens of billions of plastic bottles each year in the US alone (plastic being a petroleum derivative), and their final location in the waste stream annually, together polluting the very water sources the bottled-water industry draws from.

Alternatives: 

For people who would rather not support the stealth privatization, as it has been called, and commercial exploitation of water, or who would rather not pay the price of bottled water and lug home the heavy bottles, but who are reluctant to drink tap water for either aesthetic or health reasons, there is much to recommend water filters. 

The least expensive types are the carafe and faucet-mounted filters, which the Coop sells. The carafes are one-gallon pitchers with built-in filters. Water is poured through the filter and collects in the pitcher. The filter cartridge is periodically replaced after a predetermined volume of water (approximately 40 gallons), passes through it.

Faucet filters screw directly onto kitchen sink faucets in place of their aerators. The filters have bypass valves that allow water for uses other than drinking or cooking to bypass the filter. Faucet filters have a capacity of about 100-200 gallons but have been known to clog soon after being bought, from silt in tap water.

Under-the-counter filters attach to the cold-water line beneath a sink, either to a wall or cabinet back. Filtered water is drawn through a separate faucet on the countertop. The cartridges of these units last longer, filter more thoroughly and remove a wider range of impurities. They cost considerably more but are more economical in the long run, the per-gallon cost being a tiny fraction of that of bottled water.

